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Colonialism and Language

the consequences of the imposition of Japanese language and
culture on its Asian neighbors in the late nineteenth and early to
middle twentieth centuries.
Given the complexity of this larger history or set of histories,
it would be impossible to provide any sort of sensible rendition
of it or them in a short entry. It is proposed, therefore, to trace
the development of one major form of linguistic colonialism in
order to demonstrate the general ideology that lay behind the
practice, and to show how, even in this single example, it worked
differently in distinct locations and points in history. Though this
sacrifices historical specificity in one sense, it is intended that
the example chosen - the uses of English in the British imperial
and colonial project - will demonstrate the particularity and variability of the process. Antonio De Nebrija made an important
point when he asserted in his Gramcitica Castellana, published
in the fateful year 1492, that "siempre la lengua fue compariera
del imperio" (language was always the companion of empire)
(de Nebrija [1492] 2006, 13), but it is necessary to pay attention to
the ways in which this relationship was constituted within different forms of colonialism.
An account of English (later British) colonialism in Ireland
might start by noting that "when the English first invaded Ireland
in 1169, they took their language with them and imposed it on the
native population." But such a narrative would involve an anachronistic oversimplification both in terms of the national identity of
the invaders and the languages that they spoke. It is open to question, for example, whether the leaders of the invasion thought of
themselves as English at all (barely a century after the Norman
Conquest, they were more likely to have considered themselves
Norman or Anglo-Norman), and the languages of their mercenary
soldiery included Flemish, Welsh, Anglo-Norman, and, of course,
what passed for "English." Indeed, the first colonial legislation on
language in Ireland, The Statute of Kilkenny (1366), was notable
for two reasons. First, it was directed against the colonists, rather
than the colonized, and had the aim of preventing the colonizers
from adopting the native Gaelic language and culture. The indigenous Irish were not included in the scope of the law since they
could speak their own language if they wanted; the point was to
stop the colonizers from going native (a process of cultural assimilation that had been occurring since the first invasion). Second,
despite proclaiming that English should be the language of the
colonists, the statutes were in fact written in Norman-French one of the languages of law in England at the time. The point here
is that although the general outline of the history of linguistic
colonialism in any given case can be traced relatively easily, the
debates and practices pertaining to specific historical conjunctures are often difficult and complex to understand.
In the sixteenth century, some 400 years after the first invasion of Ireland, the centralizing English state determined upon a
policy of linguistic colonialism as part of its attempt to bring the
whole island under crown rule. The legislation that marked the
implementation of the strategy, Henry VIII's Act for the English
Order, Habit and Language (1537), revealed the belief that underpinned it. The law ordered that all of the king's subjects conform
to English culture, especially language, on the basis that
there is again nothing which doth more contain and keep many
of [the king's] subjects of [Ireland], in a certain savage and wild
174

kind and manner of living, than the diversity that is betwixt them
in tongue, language, order and habit, which by the eye deceives
the multitude, and persuades unto them, that they should be as it
were of sundry sorts, or rather of sundry countries. (Statutes 1786,
28 H 8. c.xv.)
The corollary to this belief that cultural - specifically linguistic difference created division and prevented political and religious
unity was the idea that a common language would forge common political allegiance and IDENTITY. The logical consequence,
therefore, was that linguistic difference had to be extirpated and
Ireland Anglicized. Edmund Spenser, poet and colonial servant,
noted in 1596 that "it hath ever been the use of the Conqueror,
to despise the language of the conquered and to force him by all
means to learn his" (Spenser [1596] 1633, 47). He argued for the
eradication of Gaelic on the supposition that "the speech being
Irish, the heart must needs be Irish: for out of the abundance of
the heart the tongue speaks" (ibid., 48).
Yet if it was the aim of linguistic colonialism in Ireland to
Anglicize the country in order to bring it completely under political control, then it was a goal that was not achieved until the late
nineteenth century (by which point Irish linguistic nationalism,
the binary opposite of the colonial policy, had already started to
inspire the revolutionary movement that overthrew British rule).
It has been calculated that in the 1830s, for example, half the
native Irish population spoke Irish, and half of that group spoke
only Irish. Some 80 years later, just prior to Irish independence,
less than 14 percent of the population spoke any Irish, and no
more than 2 percent were Irish monoglots. How was this linguistic shift brought about? In this specific case there were a number
of factors: the incorporation of the country by military force into
the imperial political and economic order and the consequent
introduction of the socially centralizing processes of industrialism and urbanization; the massive emigration that followed upon
the widespread poverty among the rural population; the imposition of an educational system that rejected the native language in
favor of English; the spread of the bureaucratic state into everyday life; the choice of English as the language of religion by the
Irish Catholic Church; and the death of large numbers of Irish
speakers in the Great Famine.
Although a number of these causes were particular to
Ireland, others repeated in a pattern that occurred across the
British Empire - though with differences. Indeed, if there is a
key to understanding how and why linguistic colonialism of the
modern European type operated, it lies in this variable combination of economic, cultural, educational, and religious factors
and their effects upon the lived experience of colonial subjects.
The nature, practices, and functions of colonial language policy
changed throughout time, were altered to suit the differing purposes of the colonizers, and were adapted when the colonized
responded in various ways. The sole aim was, to coin an oxymoron, the ruthlessly pragmatic use of language to achieve, consolidate, and prolong colonial rule.
In this regard, it should also be remembered that the discourse
deployed around the languages of colonialism also formed part
of the colonial project. For example, Edwin Guest noted in 1838
that English "is rapidly becoming the great medium of civilisation,
the language and law to the Hindoo, of commerce to the African,
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